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5 The prohibition on granting wage increases not related to productivity gains was a pivotal 
aspect of the legal framework of Convertibility, aimed at eliminating price indexation (Bissio, 
Battistini, and Montes Cató 1999). The result was a virtual absence of wage bargaining during 
the decade. 
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However,	this	was	precisely	where	the	CGT	drew	the	line	on	what	it	was	
willing	to	accept,	and	thus	reforms	in	these	areas	did	not	prosper	during	
the	Menem	administration.		
	
Responding to Neoliberalism  
The	support	the	CGT	extended	to	many	of	Menem’s	reforms	and	the	
ineffective	opposition	it	presented	to	changes	that	undermined	several	of	
the	rights	that	workers	in	Argentina	had	accumulated	over	50	years	of	
struggle	put	the	CGT	in	a	particularly	weak	position.	The	CGT	also	faced	a	
new	scenario	in	terms	of	its	unity	and	its	effective	hold	on	its	monopoly	on	
representation	in	the	labour	movement.	The	CGT	had	faced	problems	of	
internal	division	several	times	before	in	its	history,	as	well	as	challenges	
from	strong	oppositional	movements	within	its	rank‐and‐file.	However,	in	
the	1990s,	the	leadership	of	the	CGT	was	forced	to	address	these	
challenges	under	conditions	that	increased	its	vulnerability:	its	diminished	
political	clout	within	the	party	and	the	increasing	heterogeneity	of	the	
working	class.	Under	the	weight	of	the	circumstances,	the	CGT	split	in	two	
from	1989	to	1991.	The	leaders	of	the	sectors	that	remained	closer	to	the	
government	benefitted	in	significant	ways	from	the	various	perks	
associated	with	their	relationship.		
	 An	important	faction	of	the	CGT	representing	unions	in	sectors	that	
had	been	less	affected	by	the	economic	transformation	during	the	1990s	
(in	particular,	services	and	transportation)	presented	a	much	more	open	
opposition	to	reforms.	The	leader	of	this	faction,	Hugo	Moyano,	became	a	
vocal	critic	of	the	reforms	that	Menem	introduced.	Moyano	would	later	
succeed	in	becoming	the	leader	of	the	re‐unified	CGT	in	2004,	which	once	
again	became	a	key	interlocutor	of	the	state	under	the	Kirchner	
administration.			
	 By	1992,	a	group	originally	composed	mostly	of	public‐sector	
unions	split	from	the	CGT	and	constituted	itself	as	an	independent	
organization	that	later	became	the	Central	of	Argentine	Workers	(CTA,	
Central	de	Trabajadores	de	la	Argentina).	This	organization’s	strategic	
effort	to	organize	the	increasingly	heterogeneous	working	class	
represented	a	new	and	vital	experience	for	the	labour	movement	in	
Argentina.	The	CTA	played	a	fundamental	role	in	this	respect,	and	while	its	
trajectory	after	the	2001	crisis	has	been	marked	by	tensions	and	internal	
conflicts,	its	decisive	participation	in	the	1990s	set	a	very	valuable	example	
of	more	progressive	and	innovative	forms	of	unionism.	An	important	factor	
in	the	CTA’s	success	was	the	incorporation	of	a	sector	of	unemployed	
workers,	the	Federation	of	Land,	Housing	and	Habitat	(FTV,	Federación	de	
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Tierra,	Vivienda	y		Hábitat),	under	the	leadership	of	Luis	D’Elia.	The	FTV	
was	but	one	of	the	many	organizations	of	the	unemployed	that	emerged	
during	the	1990s	as	alternative	forms	of	organizing	the	growing	mass	of	
workers	who	faced	unemployment	and	who	had	been	most	negatively	
affected	by	changes	in	the	labour	market.	The	piquetero	movement,	as	it	
became	known,	was	and	remains	a	very	heterogeneous	movement,	
representing	organizations	with	diverse	political	backgrounds	and	
organizational	strategies	(Svampa	and	Pereyra	2003).	
	 While	the	sum	of	the	conditions	outlined	above—growing	
instability	in	labour	markets,	increasing	poverty,	weakness	in	workers’	
organizations—pointed	to	a	juncture	hardly	conducive	to	the	effective	
defence	of	labour	rights,	in	fact	workers	presented	a	major	challenge	to	the	
policies	of	the	Menem	administration.	Interestingly,	resistance	to	
neoliberalism	was	articulated	through	the	emergence	of	new	actors,	in	
particular	the	CTA	and	the	piquetero	movement.	It	is,	then,	toward	these	
organizations	that	we	would	like	to	focus	our	attention.		
	
Workers’ Struggles and the Collapse of Convertibility 
In	its	original	form,	the	CTA	brought	together	large	unions	within	the	
public	sector,	in	particular	the	Association	of	Public	Workers	(ATE,	
Asociación	de	Trabajadores	del	Estado)	and	the	Central	of	Education	
Workers	(CTERA,	Confederación	de	Trabajadores	de	la	Educación	de	la	
República	Argentina).	During	the	1990s,	the	CTA	grew	to	encompass	other	
unions	in	different	sectors	of	the	economy,	but	its	most	important	area	of	
expansion	was	in	sectors	outside	the	traditional	sphere	of	union	affiliation,	
in	particular	the	unemployed	and	also	the	precariously	employed.	Part	of	
its	growing	strength	during	this	period	was	related	to	its	practice	of	
individual	forms	of	affiliation,	as	opposed	to	the	traditional	model	based	on	
the	representation	of	constituted	unions.		
The	CTA	was	effective	in	attracting	a	very	wide	range	of	workers,	including	
the	unemployed,	underemployed,	self‐employed,	retirees,	workers	in	
worker‐run	enterprises,	and	those	employed	in	the	formal	sector.	Almost	
paradoxically,	the	influence	the	CTA	achieved	until	2001	was	undermined	
by	the	political	events	of	the	post‐Convertibility	period	and	the	unfolding	
of	a	new	phase	in	workers’	struggles	under	conditions	of	rapid	and	
sustained	economic	growth.	
	 Nonetheless,	during	the	1990s,	organizations	like	the	CTA	were	
instrumental	in	facilitating	the	lines	of	communication	among	various	
sectors	within	the	working	class.	The	CTA	represented,	in	this	respect,	a	
major	anti‐neoliberal	effort	to	bring	together	a	range	of	demands	from	
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sectors	affected	in	particular	ways	by	the	process	of	restructuring	and	to	
articulate	them	through	various	but	coordinated	forms	of	struggle	and	
protest	during	the	1990s.	Vital	in	accounting	for	the	achievements	of	the	
CTA	as	an	organizational	alternative	for	the	working	class	was	its	influence	
among	the	movement	of	the	unemployed.		
	 For	those	without	a	job,	forms	of	protest	that	had	previously	been	
only	marginal	became	extremely	important	as	they	gained	a	growing	
capacity	to	organize.	In	particular,	the	disruption	of	highways	and	bridges,	
and	in	some	cases	land	occupations,	became	central	in	staging	demands	
articulated	around	the	most	urgent	community	needs:	work	programs	and	
their	extension	and	renewal,	the	distribution	of	food	assistance,	and	the	
reduction	in	public	service	fees.	
	 Key	actors	in	the	earliest	piquetes	in	the	1990s	were	skilled	workers	
in	the	country’s	interior	provinces.	Roadblocks	became	a	fundamental	part	
of	mass	protests,	emerging	in	several	regions	hit	very	hard	by	the	
privatization	of	public	enterprises,	which	until	then	had	provided	the	main	
source	of	employment.	In	some	cases,	roadblocks	also	became	central	to	
organizing	mass	demonstrations	against	wage	payment	delays	for	public	
sector	employees	as	provincial	governments	faced	increasing	fiscal	
problems.	Progressively,	piquetes	became	the	most	common	form	of	
protest	in	the	poorer	areas	around	the	city	of	Buenos	Aires	and	later	in	
other	urban	centres	critically	affected	by	the	growth	of	unemployment.	In	
the	process,	they	also	became	disassociated	with	the	workplace	of	those	
involved,	quite	clearly	because	for	the	majority	of	piqueteros	there	simply	
was	no	workplace.		
	 The	growing	presence	and	significance	of	piquetero	organizations	
became	one	of	the	most	important	political	events	of	the	1990s,	as	they	
gained	not	only	momentum	in	their	struggles	but	also	legitimacy	as	
political	actors.	The	rapid	expansion	of	the	Argentinian	economy	since	
2003	and	the	resulting	reduction	in	unemployment	goes	a	long	way	to	
explaining	the	waning	significance	of	the	piquetero	movement	since	then.	
Nonetheless,	there	were	some	features	in	the	development	of	the	
organizations	of	the	unemployed	that	also	account	for	their	diminishing	
capacity	to	organize	workers	only	precariously	inserted	in	the	labour	
market.		
	 One	key	problem	was	related	to	the	difficulties	that	piqueteros	
encountered	in	coordinating	their	struggles.	Thus,	while	we	usually	refer	to	
them	as	a	“movement”,	in	practice	the	organizations	remained	marked	by	
deep	lines	of	division	regarding	politics	as	well	as	strategies	of	
organization	and	representation.	The	propensity	and	willingness	to	
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maintain	open	communication	with	the	government	was	another	major	
line	dividing	these	organizations	(Epstein	2003,	20‐21).	Differences	
regarding	relations	with	the	government	became	even	deeper	after	the	
election	of	Néstor	Kirchner	to	the	presidency	in	2003.	Finally,	some	of	
these	organizations	took	on	a	key	role	in	the	distribution	of	work	
programs,	and	this	was	the	source	of	a	considerable	amount	of	conflict,	
since	the	government	thus	acquired	important	leverage	with	which	to	
further	influence,	control	and	divide	these	organizations.	Nevertheless,	
piquetero	organizations	varied	considerably	in	terms	of	size	and	
organizational	strength,	so	the	influence	of	the	government	and	other	local	
actors	on	them	was	also	wide‐ranging	(Svampa	and	Pereyra	2003,	90).	
	 Notwithstanding	their	differences	and	their	eventual	downfall,	it	is	
still	important	to	point	out	the	crucial	role	of	all	these	organizations	in	
configuring	an	essential	space	for	the	emergence	of	a	common	identity	
among	their	participants.	In	particular,	they	provided	a	new	social	meaning	
to	their	experience	of	being	“excluded”,	giving	the	movement	a	specific	
political	potential	at	the	time	(Cross	and	Montes	Cató	2002,	92‐93).	This	
was	no	minor	achievement,	particularly	considering	the	visibility	these	
organizations	gave	to	the	plight	of	a	broad	sector	of	society	so	negatively	
affected	by	neoliberalism.		
	 The	lack	of	a	political	force	that	could	provide	broader	content	to	
the	demands	emanating	from	this	sector	was	one	of	the	most	serious	
deficits	of	the	time.	Nonetheless,	the	CTA	as	a	union	central	was	capable	of	
contributing	vitally	to	the	promotion	of	alternatives	that	attempted	to	
inject	the	protests	around	unemployment	and	poverty	with	broader	
political	objectives.	In	the	months	leading	up	to	the	uprising	of	December	
2001,	for	example,	the	CTA	was	a	key	force	behind	the	organization	and	
coordination	of	mass	protests	that	brought	the	unemployed	together	
through	roadblocks	and	mass	demonstrations	in	downtown	Buenos	Aires,	
along	with	public	sector	employee	and	teacher	strikes	and	other	forms	of	
community‐based	protests	such	as	cacerolazos	(pot‐banging	protests).	
Probably	the	most	important	outcome	of	these	days	of	protest	was	the	
confirmation	of	the	role	of	organizations	of	the	unemployed	as	leaders	in	
the	opposition	to	the	government’s	adjustment	plans.		
	 It	is	impossible	to	account	for	the	events	of	December	2001	without	
understanding	the	pivotal	role	that	workers’	organizations	acquired	in	
mobilizing	opposition	to	policies	that	had	taken	Argentina	to	a	crisis	of	
such	enormous	proportions.	The	political	events	that	have	unfolded	since	
have	created	a	radically	different	political	scenario,	with	challenges	of	its	
own	for	the	working	class.	Yet,	as	problematic	and	contradictory	as	the	
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process	has	been,	what	is	beyond	doubt	is	the	loss	of	the	consensus	that	
free‐market	policies	once	enjoyed	and	the	key	role	played	by	labour	
mobilization	in	producing	this	outcome.	
	
Beyond Neoliberalism?  
Argentina’s	trajectory	during	the	1990s	points	to	the	centrality	of	policies	
that,	as	it	happened	in	so	many	countries	at	the	time,	profoundly	
transformed	the	nature	of	the	intervention	of	the	state	in	the	economy	and	
the	objectives	of	its	regulatory	role.	The	depth	of	the	crisis	Argentina	faced	
early	in	that	decade,	the	particular	characteristics	of	the	stabilization	plan	
designed	to	address	it,	and	the	intensity	with	which	reforms	were	carried	
forward	also	indicate	the	necessity	of	understanding	local	conditions	in	the	
determination	of	the	contours	neoliberalism	acquired	in	particular	cases.	
	Acknowledging	the	deep	political	crisis	that	affected	the	legitimacy	
of	the	state	in	2001,	Néstor	Kirchner	and	Cristina	Fernández	de	Kirchner	
(2007‐2011)	have	rejected	international	and	domestic	pressures	to	both	
resume	the	path	of	neoliberal	structural	adjustment	and	eliminate	newly	
introduced	regulations	that	have	partially	isolated	the	Argentinian	
economy	from	the	volatility	of	global	finance.		
The	higher	exchange	rate	has	resulted	in	a	drastic	reduction	of	
domestic	costs	(including	labour	costs)	and	created	more	favourable	
conditions	for	a	process	of	import	substitution	and	industrial	
revitalization.	Likewise,	a	more	competitive	exchange	rate	and	rising	
international	prices	for	the	country’s	agricultural	and	agroindustrial	
products	have	resulted	in	a	sustained	growth	of	exports.	Through	the	
imposition	of	a	tax	on	the	exports	of	primary	goods,	the	state	has	
appropriated	part	of	the	foreign	exchange	windfall.	This,	in	turn,	has	
helped	to	solve	the	twin	deficit	(external	and	fiscal)	that	affected	the	
country	during	the	previous	decade	of	currency	overvaluation.	Finally,	the	
reversal	of	the	decade‐long	fiscal	hardship	and	the	political	crisis	of	the	
discourse	of	fiscal	austerity	have	given	the	state	a	renewed	role	in	
subsidizing	diverse	economic	activities	and	expanding	welfare	and	social	
security	benefits	for	diverse	groups.		
This	cycle	of	growth	has	not	been	free	of	tensions.	The	economic	
recovery	and	the	drop	in	unemployment	made	room	for	renewed	union	
strength	and	wage	demands.	The	latter,	along	with	growing	domestic	
consumption	and	the	oligopolistic	nature	of	some	markets	for	mass	
consumption	goods,	have	created	strong	inflationary	pressures.		Rising	
inflation	has	been	at	the	centre	of	economic	policymaking	and	political	
controversy.		
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Closely	related	to	the	priority	given	to	growth	and	the	rejection	of	
pressures	to	resume	the	path	of	adjustment	and	austerity,	policies	in	the	
area	of	labour	relations	acquired	a	particularly	critical	significance	in	the	
wake	of	the	crisis	in	employment,	the	alarming	levels	of	poverty	and	the	
demands	of	organizations	representing	precarious	and	unemployed	
workers	in	the	early	2000s.	Reducing	unemployment	was	clearly	a	central	
priority,	but	addressing	poverty	also	demanded	an	improvement	in	wages	
and	specific	welfare	policies	that	targeted	the	working	poor.	Initially,	the	
government	relied	on	presidential	decrees	granting	lump‐sum	wage	
increases	for	all	(Orovitz	Sanmartino	2010).	These	across‐the‐board	
increases	partially	offset	the	effects	of	inflation	and	improved	the	wages	of	
formal	workers	as	well	as	some	sectors	among	the	precariously	employed.	
Since	2004,	collective	bargaining	between	workers	and	employers	with	the	
mediation	of	the	state	has	gained	momentum	and	has	cemented	the	trend	
toward	a	significant	improvement	of	salaries	among	registered	workers.	
Moreover,	some	of	the	labour	flexibilization	measures	introduced	during	
the	de	la	Rúa	government	have	been	reversed.	Precarious	workers	have	
also	benefited	from	some	wage	improvement	in	connection	to	the	increase	
in	the	legal	minimum	wage	and	the	rise	in	salaries,	but	their	wages	are	
increasingly	lower	than	the	salaries	of	formal	workers	(Chitarroni	and	
Cimillo	2007,	7‐8).		
Nonetheless,	salaries	have	also	been	slow	in	recovering.	Taking	
1970	as	the	base	year,	the	average	real	wage	reached	the	lowest	point	in	
2003	(54.8	percent	of	the	1970	level).	It	gradually	rose	to	69	percent	in	
2006,	but	without	reaching	the	level	of	the	mid‐1990s	(88.6	percent	of	the	
base	year	in	1994)	(Graña	and	Kennedy	2008).	A	clear	expression	of	the	
losses	workers	have	experienced	is	the	fact	that	in	2006,	unemployment	
dropped	to	a	level	similar	to	that	of	1993,	but	the	number	of	households	
below	the	poverty	line	was	50	percent	higher	(Graña	et	al.	2008).	Inflation	
is	an	important	factor	explaining	the	gap	between	economic	growth	and	
the	evolution	of	real	wages	and	other	social	indicators.	The	
implementation	in	2009	of	a	child	subsidy	for	families	of	those	
unemployed,	informally	employed	or	self‐employed	with	salaries	below	
the	minimum	wage	has	had	some	impact	in	raising	family	income,	but	
again,	inflation	might	undermine	some	of	its	anti‐poverty	potential.	
To	fight	informality,	the	government	has	concentrated	its	efforts	on	
simplifying	the	procedures	for	registering	workers,	on	implementing	a	tax	
moratorium	for	employers	that	registered	their	workers	and	on	
intensifying	audits.	These	policies	have	been	effective	among	unregistered	
workers	within	formal	firms.	However,	many	other	precarious	workers	
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who	form	segments	of	the	informal	sector	remain	trapped	in	situations	of	
vulnerability.	They	are	part	of	the	growing	number	of	very	small	
companies,	family	firms	and	self‐employed	workers	linked	to	larger	firms	
in	the	formal	sector	through	the	outsourcing	of	activities	(Gioza	Zuazúa	
2007,	332‐334).	Thus,	although	85	percent	of	the	jobs	created	between	
2003	and	2008	were	registered	formally,	precarious	workers	still	
represent	36.5	percent	of	the	workforce	(Orovitz	Sanmartino	2010).	This	
figure	is	still	considerably	higher	than	the	level	in	1991,	when	informal	
workers	represented	30	percent	of	the	workforce,	which	was	already	a	
major	increase	from	the	19	percent	in	1980	(Chitarroni	and	Cimillo	2007,	
6).		
	 As	we	have	suggested,	changes	since	2003	cannot	be	fully	
understood	without	taking	into	account	the	fundamental	role	of	social	
mobilization	in	delegitimizing	the	previous	consensus	on	neoliberalism.	In	
the	same	way,	the	course	that	economic	change	has	taken	in	the	post‐
Convertibility	period	must	be	considered	in	terms	of	the	political	context	
that	has	made	it	possible.	The	transformation	of	the	labour	movement	has	
been	particularly	important.	As	part	of	the	government’s	support	for	re‐
establishing	the	central	role	of	collective	bargaining	in	the	determination	
of	wages,	the	CGT,	under	the	leadership	of	Hugo	Moyano,	has	effectively	
repositioned	itself	as	the	hegemonic	labour	representative	in	the	country.	
The	new	strength	of	the	CGT	does	not	imply	that	it	has	been	able	to	
effectively	represent	all	workers’	struggles	or	the	plight	of	precarious	
workers,	but	this	has	not	prevented	it	from	regaining	the	privileged	role	it	
historically	enjoyed	as	the	main	interlocutor	between	the	working	class	
and	the	state.	
	 The	demands	of	many	of	the	organizations	of	the	unemployed	also	
encountered	a	very	different	response	under	the	government	of	Néstor	
Kirchner.	Partly	because	of	the	government’s	recognition	of	the	demands	
raised	by	these	sectors	and	also	because	of	the	political	significance	of	
representing	them,	organizations	within	the	piquetero	movement	were	
drawn	within	the	spheres	of	the	state	in	a	process	that	emerged	as	a	new,	
viable	channel	to	influence	policymaking.		This	was	not	simply	an	issue	of	
co‐optation	or	clientelism,	but	rather	an	alternative	way	to	institutionalize	
the	demands	of	these	organizations	in	a	moment	when	increasing	the	basis	
of	support	was	critical	for	the	government.		
	 The	CTA’s	transition	into	this	new	stage	was	profoundly	affected	by	
the	two	previous	transformations	in	the	universe	of	labour	politics:	the	
demobilization	of	the	organizations	of	the	unemployed	and	precariously	
employed	and	the	reaffirmation	of	the	position	of	the	CGT	within	the	
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government.	These	new	conditions	produced	important	new	tensions	and	
divisions	within	the	organization	that	also	revealed	some	of	the	
fundamental	weaknesses	in	the	trajectory	of	the	CTA.	In	particular,	its	
decision	to	become	a	political	movement	in	2002	turned	the	problem	of	
finding	a	common	ground	to	represent	a	more	democratic	segment	of	the	
labour	movement	into	a	function	of	its	ability	to	innovate	politically.	
However,	all	the	CTA’s	new	role	as	a	political	force	achieved	was	to	
encourage	its	leaders	to	participate	within	other	political	parties,	thus	
constituting	another	factor	in	the	development	of	deep	cleavages	within	
the	organization	(Patroni	2008).	Deep	disagreements	within	the	CTA	also	
exist	with	respect	to	a	government	that	positions	itself	as	progressive	but	
has	supported	the	rebuilding	of	the	central	role	of	traditional	unionism.		
To	conclude,	the	persistent	fragmentation	of	the	working	class	is	
one	of	the	key	characteristics	of	the	current	process	of	development	in	
Argentina.	It	coincides	with	a	moment	of	uncertainty	with	respect	to	
different	alternatives	within	organizations	of	the	working	class	and	their	
capacity	to	structure	their	struggle	around	precariousness.	It	is	doubtful	
that	further	economic	growth	by	itself	can	address	the	problem,	as	it	is	
logical	to	suspect	an	important	correlation	between	informality	and	the	
accumulation	requirements	of	capitalism	in	Argentina	today.	In	this	
respect,	debates	over	whether	the	post‐Convertibility	administrations	have	
distanced	themselves	from	neoliberalism	are	in	many	respects	misguided.	
The	change	is	evident,	although	this	does	not	preclude	the	existence	of	
important	continuities.	In	our	view,	a	much	more	relevant	question	is	the	
degree	to	which	structural	changes	in	the	economy	since	the	1970s	can	be	
reversed,	given	the	distribution	of	power	in	Argentina	and	the	dynamism	
of	its	new	stage	of	economic	growth	and	insertion	into	international	
markets.	Regarding	the	structure	of	labour	markets,	the	persistence	of	very	
high	levels	of	precarious	employment	points	to	the	deep‐seated	
transformation	in	the	economy	brought	about	by	neoliberal	reforms,	which	
might	lie	beyond	the	space	of	viable	change,	even	for	a	more	progressive	
government.		
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